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CYRIL DAVIES ALL-STARS BLUES TRIBUTE 
NIGHT
THE 50th ANNIVERSARY OF THE BIRTH OF UK 
ELECTRIC BLUES
1st March, The Boston Dome, London
This gig was originally scheduled to be at London’s new Marquee Club 
and Bar but a demolition order served upon the whole street meant that 
the gig had to be moved three weeks prior to the event. 

The gig took place at a 1950s rock ’n’ roll ballroom, which hadn’t 
changed a jot since 1962 – it would be just the type of venue that the 
legendary UK bluesman Cyril Davies would have felt at home in! The 
proceedings, started with screenings of 
Muddy Waters in his prime followed 
by a five-song set from former Cream 
songwriter Pete Brown. Pete was 
accompanied throughout by his piano 
player and co-songwriter Phil Ryan.

This was followed by eleven unseen 
Cyril Davies All Stars’ television 
performances from 1963, which received 
rapturous applause from the audience!

Dave Ball’s Ballbreakers followed and 
featured Dave on guitar, Sam Kelly 
on drums and Spy on bass who were 
joined by Alan Glen and UK blues and 
jazz stalwart sax player Art Themen with 
Richard Simmons on keyboards. 

The highlight of their set was T-Bone 
Walker’s ‘Stormy Monday’ – a favourite 
of Cyril’s. Finally, the Cyril Davies All 
Star Tribute Band saw Alan Glen switch 
to guitar and Dave ‘Munch’ Moore come 
in on piano with Laurie Garman on 
harmonica, and John O’ Leary (formerly 
of Savoy Brown) on harmonica and 
vocals, whilst Sam and Spy continued to provide rhythm section – with Art 
Themen playing some utterly spellbinding saxophone throughout.

The final three numbers of the set were perfect: Junior Well’s ‘Stomach 
Ache’, Cyril Davies 1963 hit ‘Country Line Special’, and an encore of 
Muddy’s ‘I Got My Mojo Working’ featuring superb vocals from John O’ 
Leary. At midnight it was time to close the proceedings on a night that also 
marked the 50th Anniversary of Chris Barber bringing over Muddy Waters 
to play alongside Cyril Davies at the Roundhouse Pub’s ‘Barrelhouse 
Blues Club’ in London’s Wardour Street which kick started the birth of the 
amplified British Blues Boom! 
Nice one Cyril. You are one of Britain’s great, unsung heroes!

Henry Scott-Irvine
SOUTHERN BLUES NIGHT
Heerlen Theatre, Holland, 21st March
This evening event attracted a best ever crowd of 1,500 who heard music 
from twelve acts on three different stages until well into the early hours. 
The theatre has recently had a huge and expensive makeover, which 
gives the impression of lots of space. Making use of this, the festival 
organisers also brought in some local acoustic acts who acted as buskers 
at corners around the theatre, adding to the great atmosphere of this very 
well organised event.

Six USA acts and a host of top class European blues acts treated 
everybody to a diverse range of blues music. The UK contingent of acts 

were guitarist and singer Ian Parker who put on a good show with some 
great soulful vocals, and a solo performance from Ian Siegal. It has to 
be said that UK based blues artists are highly regarded and very, very 
popular in the Benelux countries.

Veteran pianist Little Willie Littlefield, supported by a good five-piece 
band, was energetic in the extreme considering his years. Uptempo stuff, 
including ‘K.C. Lovin’’ aka ‘Kansas City’ where he played the piano with 
his shoe, interspersed with some mellow slow blues got the festival off 
in good form.

Singer Lea Gilmore, who possesses a good shouting type voice and 
who is making a name for herself in mainland Europe, was pretty good but 
her set lacked original or less familiar material that would have elevated 
her performance.

Best of the lot was Tail Dragger who moaned and groaned his way 
around some Howlin’ Wolf styled material, with that terrific chug a lug 
Chicago rhythm that you can’t stop yourself bouncing along to. ‘Tend To 
Your Business’, ‘My Head Is Bald’ and other mid tempo churning numbers 
caused the audience to whoop and holler their approval. 

Another great success was Big Jay McNeely who started off his set by 
wandering around the audience honking away on his sax. An engaging 
performer, he had the crowd singing along to ‘I Can’t Stop Loving You’ and 
on a lot of his other mainly up tempo numbers the floor was vibrating with 
the many feet and bodies doing all manner of dances. The crowd lapped 
it up, that’s for sure. 

The master musician that is Duke Robillard, with a four-piece band, 
didn’t put a foot wrong on their set. The Duke displayed his superb guitar 
style over a long set with the band following his every move, and I guess 
that is due to them being his regular touring band, who are drilled real 
tight. ‘Don’t Fool With My Love’ was a beautiful T-Bone type number and 
on ‘Sunday Morning’ the sax player got to take a lengthy solo. A mixture 
of jump blues and jazzy numbers, along with mellower blues led to Duke 
and the band’s set being very well received.

Nick Moss and his Chicago crew got off to a wobbly start but soon 
settled into some familiar Chicago blues covers and some original stuff.

Well done to the festival organisers for making this event such a good 
one and there is a whisper that the festival is looking to expand in the 
future. 

Mike Stephenson
BURNLEY BLUES FESTIVAL
Burnley Mechanics, 21-23 March
This year’s festival, the twentieth, promised to be something special, and it 
was, with the strongest line-up of any British festival for many years. This 
was reflected in sell-out crowds each night with festival goers braving rain, 
wind and snow to get there. Looking round the Mechanics, we are always 
amazed at the loyal 
fans who turn up year 
after year, this year 
was no exception, 
with a good many 
familiar faces, all out 
to enjoy the cream of 
the crop of the current 
blues scene. 

The opening act 
on the main stage 
on Friday, Denmark’s 
Thorbjørn Risager, 
proved to have a 
solid, soulful voice, 
ably backed by his 
five piece band 
(trumpet, sax, bass, 
drums, piano, plus 
Risager himself on 
guitar) on a mixture Tail Dragger, Heerlen, 21st March. Photo: Mike Stephenson

Big Jay McNeely, Heerlen, 21st March, Photo: Mike Stephenson

Earl Thomas. Photo: Phil Wight

Laurie Garman, Cyril Davis 
Tribute, London, 2008. Photo: 
Ben Grewen
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of blues and boogies all flavoured by a good dose of Louisiana sauce, 
a good start.

Then it was on to our first US guest: Earl Thomas has rapidly established 
himself as a favourite with the Burnley and Colne crowds over the last few 
years. He has a great soul voice and his previous shows over here have 
highlighted this to great effect. This year, his act veered more to the blues, 
with numbers like ‘Got My Mojo Working’, but to be honest, he’s far better 
when he sticks to his own stuff, such as ‘Last Train To Paris’ and the great 
‘Don’t Be Lyin’’ – both from his latest album, ‘Soulshine’. A little man with 
a big voice, Earl Thomas pleased both his own fans and the many festival 
goers who perhaps were seeing him for the first time.

Another Burnley/Colne favourite followed: opening with an extended 
version of ‘Juke’, Little Charlie and The Nightcats did not disappoint and 
were as usual right on top of that Walter Jacobs/Myers Brothers sound, 
with great performances of a wide variety of material, taking in Sonny Boy 
Williamson and Kent Harris along the way. Rick Estrin is the ideal front 
man, always turning in an entertaining set with his superb harmonica 
playing set against a swinging background on 1950s styled Chicago 
blues. Estrin can play powerfully in a Little Walter style, sensitively in a 
Sonny Boy style, or just about any style required. Estrin has to be just 
about the best blues harmonica player on the circuit bar none. Equally 
talented is guitarist Charlie Baty, who backs Rick with everything from 
the Myers Brothers styled guitar to tough Chicago styled blues. Charlie 
himself played a stunning instrumental, demonstrating that he too is just 
about the best you are likely to see. Other numbers performed included 
several old favourites: ‘Eyes Like A Cat’, ‘My Next Ex Wife’ and, in 
response to requests from the crowd, ‘Dump That Chump’, earning them 
a standing ovation from the crowd, fantastic. This is likely to be Charlie’s 
last UK trip as he is going into semi-retirement, but Rick is carrying on 
with the band, to be known as Rick Estrin And The Nightcats, with new 
guitarist Chris Anderson.

Saturday featured a diverse line up from raunchy blues shouting 
from Angela Brown; country blues with duo Johnny Mars and Michael 
Roach; with the Michael Roach band; to 1940s r&b piano star Little Willie 
Littlefield. 

Angela Brown’s set proved she has lost none of her power or charisma 
over the years. Once a semi-permanent festival player, it seems a while 
since we last saw her at Burnley, but the wait was worth it. On numbers 
like ‘People Will Be People’, ‘Let The Back Door Hit Ya’ and the rousing 
‘Glory Glory’, Angela proved that she can still get the crowd eating out of 
her hands.

The Michael Roach band featuring Johnny Mars is a strange combination 
of horns and keyboard, 
with sometimes-acoustic 
guitar and Mars’ amplified 
harmonica – very few 
artists have successfully 
combined the harmonica 
with a horn section. The 
horn section, which 
included the excellent 
Paul Corey and Cootie 
Alexander were a joy to 
behold, after experiencing 
several lesser horn players 
in previous bands. That 
said we are not altogether 
sure whether Muddy 
Waters numbers done in 
James Brown funk style, 
really work. They worked 
their way through Junior 
Wells’ ‘Messing With The 
Kid’, with Sam and Dave 
style sax riffs, ‘Hoochie 
Coochie Man’, with Gizmo 

on the harmonica to sound like a pipe organ playing ‘Amazing Grace!’, 
and Bo Carter’s ‘All ‘Round Man’.

Michael Roach then put down his guitar and became a soul singer. 
Several of the numbers performed were Roach originals and the general 
arrangements were in the Stax or James Brown styles with a Billy Preston 
styled organ thrown in. The best two of their set were Bobby Bland’s ‘ I 
Pity The Fool’, with a 
tough Joe Houston 
style tenor solo 
from Paul Corey 
and Hank Ballard’s 
‘Let’s Go, Let’s Go, 
Let’s Go’, which 
stuck reasonably 
close to the Ballard 
arrangement and 
benefited from 
Angela Brown joining 
Michael Roach to put 
in a powerful vocal. 
The Jerry McCain 
styled harmonica 
solo seeming just a 
little out of place but good all the same. A mixed bag.

Star of the festival, Little Willie Littlefield took to the stage after Mike 
Sanchez and his band had set the place rocking with Johnny Guitar 
Watson’s ‘Highway 60’, featuring their young guitarist Oliver on a solo not 
at all like Watson, but very nicely played. Brook Benton’s ‘Kiddio’ got the 

usual Sanchez treatment, as did Willie Egan’s ‘Come On’ and a tribute 
to Ike Turner with a killer version of ‘Rocket 88’. The horn section really 
came into its own here, playing in unison with the guitar, they practically 
duplicated Ike’s 1951 sound . . . and then the man himself, Little Willie 
Littlefield took the stage.

Willie opened solo on piano with ‘Every Day I Have The Blues’ and 
within the first minute the sound of Willie’s left hand rhythm and rolling 
right hand improvisations changed the face of the festival to 1950s Texas 
or L.A. Littlefield, like Amos Milburn and Johnny Jones were, is one of 
those pianists who can take on board any song and when it comes out 
the other end, it’s blues. His 
piano style, which owes a lot to 
Milburn, is one of really fluent 
and fluid blues playing, the likes 
of which are now few and far 
between. He can take ‘Sweet 
Home Chicago’ and churn it 
out as a unique Littlefield type 
number to a boogie rhythm, 
and he did! 

Joined by Sanchez’s band 
after a few numbers, Willie 
re-created that west coast r&b 
style as if it were 1950 again, 
including in the set Milburn’s 
‘One Scotch, One Bourbon, One 
Beer’ and a great reading of 
Ivory Joe Hunter’s ‘Since I Met 
You Baby’, with breathy after 
hours sax from ace tenor man 
Martin Winnings. Joined again 
by Mike Sanchez they romped 
their way through Milburn’s 
‘Let’s Have A Party’ and closed Angela Brown. Photo: Idris Richards

Charlie Baty and Rick Estrin. Photo: Brian Smith

Michael Roach and Johnny Mars. Photo: Brian Smith

Little Willie Littlefield. Photo: Idris Richards

Boo Boo Davis. Photo: Phil Wight
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a better description, as a very effective and successful ‘Link Wray’ styled 
version of the classic. ‘Luckily’ for the audience, MC Chris Powell then 
appeared to have gone temporarily awol and this allowed two encores, 
‘’Bad Avenue’ and ‘Rock This House’. An excellent spot from an excellent 
and obviously multitalented band.

Festival closer was Duke Robillard on his first visit to Burnley, with a 
solid band that included Doug James doubling on tenor sax and blues 
harp, and Bruce Bears on keyboards. Playing for almost two hours, 
his set ran the gamut of straight-ahead blues including Eddie Boyd’s 
‘Bluecoat Man’, solid jazzy numbers (a lovely slow interpretation of ‘I’ll 
Always Be In Love With You’), swinging r&b including a house-wrecking 
reading of ‘Honey Hush’ (with what seemed like the whole house singing 
the ‘hi yo Silver’ chorus line!) and of course, with the audience calling 
for it, what else, ‘T-Bone Shuffle’. Duke was in top-notch form and his 
set was a triumphal end to another superb weekend of blues. Will we be 
back next year? If the lineup’s anywhere near as good as this, you can 
bet your life on it?

Tony Burke, Dave Clarke, Byron Foulger, Tony Watson 
and Phil Wight

BLUES ALIVE 2008
Schouwburg, Cuijk, Holland, 22nd March
If the term ‘one horse town’ had originally been coined in Holland, then 
Cuijk would have been the place being referred to. The local taxi drivers 
(called in from nearby Nijmegen) knew the route from the railway station to 
the towns only hotel and back again but had to take a guess as to where 
the ‘Schouwburg’ might be.

Luckily it was a pretty good guess and we were dropped just a couple of 
hundred yards away on the main high street. Arriving an hour before ‘kick 
off’ the twin halled venue seemed pretty well deserted and after buying 
tickets to ensure entry (better safe than sorry!) we sought food. A burger 
bar down a side street was the only available option and as we were its 
only clients – and spoke in foreign tongue – its owner informed us he 
too was going to the gig and asked what acts to look out for. Not really a 
blues fan as such, just glad for an opportunity to go out. By show time it 
seemed that the entire population of Southern Holland, or at least those 
with bicycles, had descended upon the sleepy little place.

Nick Moss and The Flip Tops opened the festivities in the main hall 
with an hours worth of quality and authentic Chicago Blues. This young 
man is flying the flag for old time ensemble blues playing and despite 
being a guitar master in the making never dominates proceedings happily 
standing back whilst his band mates share the spotlight. Gerry Hundt 
bass playing for much of the show chose to air the previously unheard 
(by me anyway) art of slide mandolin playing for his turn at the mike. Otis 
Spann’s ‘Burning Fire’ the tune chosen for a most impressive and unusual 
arrangement. Piano Willie O’Shawny sang Big Moose Walker’s ‘Would 
You, Baby?’ as his feature as well as switching to bass for the last couple 
of number (Hundt on second guitar at this stage) as the band stepped up 
a gear for the finale. Nick Moss himself excelled on the slow blues ‘Things 
I Want To Tell You’ and was equally adept on uptempo grooves such as 
‘You Make Me So Angry’. He played harp behind Hundt’s featured vocals 
too and paid homage to previous employer Jimmy Rogers with a take 
on ‘That’s All Right’. The only gripe I had was that Moss didn’t do any 
Earl Hooker style wah-wah slide playing but (he assured me after the 
complaint was raised) there were plenty of Zeb’s licks in his playing if you 
listened hard enough.

Following them onto the stage were Little Boogie Boy Blues Band, 
a Dutch four-piece outfit who delivered a stomping ‘Luv Somebody’ 
before introducing Taildragger who they were to back for the next hour. 
Taildragger (James Yancey Jones to his mom) filled in between his 
numbers with humourous asides and advice on lifestyle choices and as 
thrilled as I was to catch him live at last, I tended to agree with my wife that 
‘he sounds as though he’s singing the same song over and over again’.

That said Taildragger is one of the dying breed of second generation 
Chicago singers and perhaps a concert stage suits him less than a smoky 
club. He did his Howlin’ Wolf moan on a ‘Smokestack Lightnin’’ sound 
alike, took an audience walkabout on ‘My Woman Is Gone’ and closed 
with his patented ‘My Head Is Bald’. Kudos to Little Boogie Boy (Hein 
Meijer to his mom) and band for fine backing throughout.

 At this stage some fresh air was needed so out into the foyer where Bugs 
Henderson and The 
Shuffle Kings were 
plying their trade. My 
long held suspicions 
of Henderson, 
admittedly based 
on a single hearing 
of an album fifteen 
years back, were 
confirmed as we 
entered mid way 
through an onslaught 
into Freddie Kings 
‘Goin’ Down’. Things 
didn’t improve much 
on a plodding ‘Lawdy 

the show in fine style. An 
absolutely tremendous night.

First act we saw on Sunday 
was local outfit The Stumble, 
who impressed the early 
crowd with an energetic set of 
tough rockin’ blues, including 
a nice version of ‘Give Me 
Back My Wig’. Boo Boo 
Davis, on next, was excellent, 
a straight-ahead, no frills 
downhome bluesman, with 
just guitar and drums backing 
up his harmonica and gruff 
vocals. At times Boo Boo’s 
patter with the crowd was a 
little hard to make out, due to 
his strong accent, but he was 
obviously enjoying himself. 
On numbers like ‘Fool For 
Your Love’ and ‘Little Red 
Rooster’, Boo Boo proved 

that real downhome blues is still a force to be reckoned with.
Pianist Henry Butler is an eclectic performer and something of 

an acquired taste. He is an accomplished pianist with touches of 
barrelhouse, stride, ragtime, free-form jazz and classical in his range 
of styles. Henry is no boogie player, although he attempted it with ‘Let 
‘Em Roll’. He was at his most interesting when he played New Orleans 
style piano on Professor Longhair numbers such as ‘Mardi Gras In New 
Orleans’, ‘Tipitina’ and Chris Kenner’s ‘Somethin’ You Got’, but classics 
like these don’t need flourishes 
more akin to Liberace. Some of 
the audience drifted away, and 
he encored with ‘Somewhere’ 
from ‘West Side Story’. He no 
doubt goes down well in concert 
halls and those that stuck around 
certainly enjoyed his show. 

There appeared to be a general 
feel about the auditorium that 
Nick Moss and the Flip Tops was 
an act that the audience had great 
expectations of, the members of 
the B&R team being no exception 
to that, so impressive has been 
the band’s recent releases on 
the Blue Bella label. Without any 
hesitation the band launched into 
a Freddy King styled instrumental 
as its opening number, following 
straight on with a nice slow blues, 
‘If Your Woman Leaves You’ and 
then Nick introduced his fellow band members, Willie Oshawny on 
keyboards, Bob Carter on drums and Gerry Hundt on guitar (or at least 
that’s how they started). Oshawny then led on one number before 
the lead singer’s armband passed to the talented Hundt, who’d now 
swapped his guitar for his mandolin, Moss himself having exchanged his 
guitar for his harp. As B&R had already outlined when reviewing Hundt’s 
recent album, this band could sound just like a reincarnation of classic 
early Chicago blues bands such as Snooky Pryor’s or Johnny Young’s: 
if anything a live version was even better! Hundt’s vocals fronted two 
superb numbers, ‘Whiskey Makes Me Mean’ and ‘Sitting Here Thinking’, 
the latter on which he played bottleneck mandolin, something we’d never 
seen performed before! Oshawny then showed he wasn’t restricted to 
keyboard work by picking up a bass guitar for ‘Eyesight To The Blind’ and 
‘I Wanna Know’, the former of which could best be described, for want of 

Henry Butler. Photo: Brian Smith

Nick Moss. Photo: Idris Richards

Duke Robillard. Photo: Phil Wight Rick Estrin. Photo: Ray Gardner


